Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with Jenn Van Cott
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with Jenn Van Cott" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 91.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/91

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

Jenn Van Cott

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Zoom Online Conferencing Software
30 March 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Todd Welch, Tameron Williams
Todd Welch

Recording equipment: Zoom Online Conferencing Software
Transcription equipment: Microsoft Word
Transcribed by/date: Tameron Gentry Raines Williams/13 April 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: Jenn Van Cott/13 June 2022
Brief description of interview: Oral History interview with Jenn Van Cott the Associate Vice President
for Utah State University’s Tooele Region. She discusses the challenges her campus faced from
technological hurdles to meeting the demands of Tooele’s nontraditional students as the direction and
demand of higher education shifted dramatically.
References:

TW: Todd Welch
JVC: Jenn Van Cott
TGRW: Tameron Gentry Raines Williams

NOTE: False starts, pauses, or transitions in dialogue such as “uh” and starts and stops in conversations
are not included in transcript. All additions and added information to transcript are noted with brackets.

TRANSCRIPTION

[00:00:02]
TW: Today is Wednesday, March 30th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library,
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Associate Vice President for the
USU Tooele Region Jenn Van Cott. This is another oral history interview for the COVID Collection
Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the COVID Collection Project graduate intern.
Good morning, Jenn.
JVC: Good morning, Todd.
TW: So, when did you start your career at USU and what were the various positions you've held during
your time at USU?
JVC: I have been here for six years, so 2016. I was hired as the Executive Director, and then they changed
our title to Associate Vice President. So, I've only actually held one position, but my title did change.
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TW: OK, administratively speaking, what is the scope in terms of campuses, centers, region that
encompasses the USU Tooele region?
JVC: We work very closely with our educational partners, the school district, as well as Tooele Technical
College. But, we're very fortunate that we don't fall under the R-315 rule as we are in no one's backyard,
so we have very few limitations as to what we can offer the community of Tooele.
TW: How many students are enrolled through the Tooele region?
JVC: Well, we have approximately 300, of our nontraditional students, but then I have over 500
concurrent enrollment students.
[00:02:12]
TW: OK, so if we were to go to the beginning of spring semester 2020. What exactly were the operating
priorities for the Tooele region? What were you and your team working on before the outbreak?
JVC: It's really interesting that we have been in Tooele for well over 20 years, but most do not know that
we're there. We were working on community awareness, community involvement, and then also
increasing enrollment.
TW: OK, so Jenn, when the initial outbreak occurred and this would be March 13th, 2020, according to
my memories and the calendar, what exactly was the initial reaction of you and your team and the faculty
that worked at the Tooele region?
JVC: Well, you know one of the advantages I feel that we have in the statewide system is that we are very
used to distance learning. Our faculty are amazing. I've got one of the best IT people in the entire state. I
know they were apprehensive to some degree, but for the most part they were ready, willing and able to
move remotely completely to the Zoom option for students.
[00:03:57]
TW: Before the outbreak, you know, what is the percentage of courses that were provided through remote
means versus a face-to-face context?
JVC: Oh goodness, I would say approximately 30% were face to face, 70% were the IVC Broadcast. One
of the other things that we get to do in statewide is that I get to glean from expertise in Price, in Brigham
City, in Uintah Basin, and they also get to share our faculty. Though I only have 11 full time faculty on
my campus. Students have access to a representative in just about any of the degrees that they're seeking.
TW: What were some of the more memorable events those first couple weeks? Especially when the
university here in Logan, the campus closed down for eight days as we were preparing to move to a
remote learning opportunity for the rest of the spring 2020 semester.
JVC: I think one of the, well not surprising probably, but because statewide faculty are so well versed in
distant learning.
[00:05:45]
JVC: In Logan, I mean, it's a residential campus. Students come, you know, face-to-face classes, they
want to go to football games, and a lot of the faculty held very strongly to the fact that their programs
could not be delivered effectively in a remote manner. A lot of the Logan faculty never learned how to
teach remotely, and my faculty was stretched quite thin trying to help colleagues that didn't understand
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the process. Didn't, you know, really know how to teach well at a distance to the point where faculty on
our campus had to say, “I need to take care of my students. I can't continually take care of your students.
Because you haven't learned to do this prior to the pandemic.” I mean, it was really great to see. We have
better communication than we have ever had with students. We were having conversations with every
single student. You know, text messages, email. Just we're not the same and we were having some really
great conversations with students that we hadn't had in the past. That was really surprising to see how
great the communication level became between our staff, our faculty, and our students.
TW: Along the lines of communication, how did the communication through USU central administration
as well as the statewide campus office work in that March, or probably all of Spring 2020 semester?
[00:07:57]
JVC: I mean it was great. We got probably more interaction, mostly because I truly feel that Logan really
leaned on statewide to show them the way. The communication was good, but students in Tooele
typically don't pay a lot of attention to what happens in Logan or the email or the communication, and
they come to us directly for that kind of seal of approval. Is this really happening? Is this something that
we need to be ready for? It was great communication, but not super effective as far as statewide goes.
TW: You had mentioned that you had 30% of your classes, on average, in a face-to-face environment.
During that initial closure, did your staff that we're teaching face to face work through, probably
naturally, since they've done a lot of like 70% through remote learning, were they able to make that
transition in that week?
JVC: Yes, we're very nimble on our campus. I am really fortunate to have, I know everybody that's an
AVP feels this way, but I probably have the best staff and faculty on any campus. They really embraced
it.
[00:09:50]
JVC: It was really interesting because, still many of the faculty were used to doing IVC. If you're familiar
at all with IVC, you video into a broadcasted classroom, and all you see is the large classroom. In
statewide it might be two students here and four students there. I was really surprised how many faculty
absolutely fell in love with Zoom. Because they were able to have those one-on-one conversations. They
could call on students by name. They really felt like it was probably the best engagement, as far as
distance learning, that they've ever had. That was that was really exciting.
TW: Through the experience of using Zoom, it actually enhanced the remote learning process for both
faculty and student?
JVC: Absolutely.
TW: Through the summer, let's say you survived this spring 2020, through this summer what were the
plans at the Tooele region for the coming fall? As we were, I know in Logan we were moving to coming
back to campus and doing more face-to-face classes, what were the activities at Tooele region during this
time?
JVC: Well, we work in constant communication with each other. As you know it changed weekly, daily,
hourly as to what the plans were. Most of us really felt by June that we would be back on campus
business as usual. It took a little bit of a mental toll.
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[00:12:02]
JVC: The fact that you know that we didn't actually see our students. We were communicating with them.
But, one of the big advantages of a statewide campus is that you do get to know that student personally.
So, we have a lot of concern about their well-being, whether they've lost jobs during that time, so we just
spent a lot of time just talking to students and seeing what they needed and what we could do to support
them in their pursuits.
TW: Jenn what about the staff and the faculty, did they move to a work at home mode during the spring
and summer of 2020?
JVC: Yes.
TW: What did that mean as far as hardware, connectivity, furniture, or any other factors?
JVC: Hayden Bell is our IT manager, and he also has another employee, Michelle Herrera. They went to
the home of faculty. They let students know if they have trouble with laptops or connectivity, they were
there for them. Students, faculty and staff felt very well supported as far as technology goes. We were
able to bring in monitors if that's what they needed. Office chairs, if that's what they needed. We're small
enough that we are able to cater to all of those needs. I've heard from many faculty about conversations
on other campuses that did not go as smoothly as it did in Tooele just for the sheer expertise that we have
on our campus.
[00:14:18]
TW: Jenn did Tooele, or did statewide campuses at all, work through the COVID CARES money and
apply for money to help in the response to the COVID impact on, but also response to, the way that we
move to remote in that initial semester?
JVC: Absolutely. Students that maybe have a loss of employment, or now their kids are home...I'm sorry
but I lost my train of thought there for a moment.
TW: You were talking about the loss of employment and the struggles of the students.
JVC: When it when it all came down to it was definitely in our conversations with students. At first, they
were very nervous about the prospect of going remote learning. But they really embraced it within the
first couple of weeks. To the fact where now, even though we are back on campus, we see very few
students. They actually have chosen for the Zoom option.
[00:16:08]
TW: In the return to the fall of 2020, and you're talking about them preferring the Zoom option, were
there any preparations or steps that you, your team, your staff, and your faculty performed that were
different than they would be in, let's say, the fall of 2019.
JVC: The faculty and the staff, they all banded together, they leaned on each other. It's nice in statewide
that you know we have fantastic faculty, but they're from all different disciplines. Some have better
experience in areas and they really formed their own community of support. It was very exciting; it was
very inspirational to see. Especially some programs that never thought distance learning would be an
option. For example, social work. With the Zoom option, we have realized that this is something that can
be delivered at a distance. So those shining moments of gosh, we didn't think we could do this, but we
actually do this really well.
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[00:17:56]
JVC: Because Tooele is so close to Salt Lake. 75% of our community works in Salt Lake City. Leaving
work, and there's only one inlet into to allow one outlet out of Tooele, trying to get to a five o'clock class
was next to impossible for many of the students. So, they were actually able to pick up additional classes.
Maybe stay at work a little bit longer or miss the traffic. Be fully engrossed in their program and their
class, as well as break out groups with other students from other campuses. It was very surprising just to
see what we thought we couldn't do, we found out we could do very, very well.
TW: Was student enrollment up or down? Or did it stay steady in that fall semester? I'm curious.
JVC: Well for us in the fall it went up. Students weren't going to class in Logan, and so statewide picked
up a lot of students that were Logan students. But, as far as our typical enrollment for say someone in the
Tooele community that's homebound we've pretty much stayed the same. Though I've talked to a lot of
colleagues at other institutions and their enrollment just plummeted. Maintaining the status quo. Being
able to support those students that had to go home from Logan, I think it was a real shining moment for
Utah State.
[00:20:01]
TW: Jenn were there any face-to-face classes in the fall semester of 2020?
JVC: No.
TW: In the spring of 2021, were there any face-to-face classes?
JVC: No.
TW: So, I have to ask were there any mask wearing or social distancing guidelines that were in place at
that Tooele region?
JVC: For sure, we followed the county guidelines as well as Utah State's mandates. We all wore masks as
staff and faculty. We made sure to be protected through plexiglass. Our facilitation janitorial crew was
working around the clock between classes and making sure everything was sanitized and cleaned. Then
on the weekends they would come in and do a really deep clean so we were back ready for a Monday. It
was definitely a lot more work, but I think student appreciated that. Though, we didn't have face to face
classes, we had a lot of students who, you know, kids were home, they couldn't study so they would come
study on campus. We had students, that's Internet, wi-fi, wasn't strong and they would come to campus.
We were just constantly keeping up on all of those protocol safety like you said, wearing masks, and
showing that we were a unified front.
[00:22:02]
JVC: Tooele is a rural community and we had a lot of pushback about masks for many. But with all of us,
as staff and faculty, they saw us doing as we were asked and we really had very few students that refused
or caused any problems as far as wearing masks, social distancing, washing their hands, sanitizing all of
that. We were very fortunate that way.
TW: Jenn, were there testing facilities, COVID testing facilities, in the region that your faculty, staff,
students availed themselves to?
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JVC: Yes, so we worked in conjunction with Tooele Technical College. They have the PN, so the firstyear nursing students, and we have [inaudible]. We worked with them all of the testing was provided on
their campus. Surprisingly, we didn't see as many that actually got tested as we thought there would be,
but it was definitely available for anyone who needed that.
TW: And if any of the students tested positive, what were the protocols as far as quarantining, and how
did the faculty support their studies while they were quarantining?
[00:23:52]
JVC: Anybody that had tested positive for COVID, the faculty was notified. They made arrangements
depending on the health of the student. They either joined by Zoom or were able that all of the classes
were recorded for students to be able to watch when they felt better. All in all, we had I think maybe five
students in the two years that we were out that had tested positive. Funny enough it was our nursing
students. We weren't really affected that much, but we did definitely have protocol in place of who to
notify, who to communicate with, how long they needed to be out, and then how to get them back in the
class without losing any momentum or progress in the program.
TW: Now that we are completed the second year Jenn, when you're comparing the academic year 20202021 risk with the academic year of 2021-2022, was it different? The same? Did it improve in the second
year? Any reflections on that?
JVC: You know it, it definitely changed. You have students that online is just not an option. They don't
learn well online, but they found that the Zoom option was much more flexible.
[00:25:56]
JVC: It was something that they could do whether they watched the video or joined in Zoom. To the fact
where, this fall and spring we have maybe 20-25 students that we see on campus. The rest have opted to
take their courses via Zoom.
TW: Jenn, what changes that were brought about by the COVID pandemic, in your opinion will be
permanent and the likewise what changes brought on by the pandemic will eventually disappear.
JVC: Goodness, that is so hard to predict, Todd. You know, we thought for sure as soon as we were back
in class, we would be flooded with students, that they were eager to come back to campus. They knew
that we were there, they knew they had the support of their advisor, their tutors. But faculty learned to use
proctorio for testing, so our testing center numbers are just a fraction of what they used to be. I ask
administration all the time, well over the last two years, “what are we supposed to be? What is the face of
Tooele?” We hear constantly while we are face-to-face. We are, you know, traditional college butts in
seats.
[00:27:59]
JVC: But, our students, having the choice or not choosing to come to campus. We have adult learners that
have families and jobs. I mean, we're not Logan. So what does that mean? What are we? Are we just
going to be a support center for students with advising and tutors? I'm still trying to wrap my head around
who we should be and who we could be in the future?
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TW: Jenn, just follow up, so the nature of higher education always seems to be evolving and changing,
but you think that COVID was a catalyst that that moved some of that change even faster than it normally
would have?
JVC: Absolutely. For those campuses like Uintah Basin, like Tooele. I mean, there were so many
programs in Logan that were adamant the only way you can learn well is if you are here in Logan—faceto-face. It is blown the door open for the options, and departments, and colleges that have realized how
many more students could we reach? How many more students could benefit with this type of learning?
But we're still stuck in tradition in some areas.
[00:30:04]
JVC: I'm asking the question constantly. We're talking to students, we're talking to faculty, and to be
honest with you, I don't know exactly right now.
TGRW: Speaking to something the statewide campuses have excelled at, both prior, and during, and
hopefully post-pandemic, is accommodating non-traditional students. You know students who have come
back to college, parents, etcetera, how did you see those students impacted?
JVC: Well, I mean they just had so much more on their plates. I mean going back to school, taking on that
commitment was, a big life change for them. But then during COVID they had their kids home and
everybody had to have a laptop and they were trying to help their kids get through school. Themselves or
spouses that were working and now are not or maybe working more. It just added to the stressors of a
non-traditional student. But those that embraced it have been the majority. Very proud of themselves as
they should be, so it's a juggling act and we're there to support them the best we can. Yeah, but at the end
of the day they just have so much to do.
[00:32:04]
JVC: It's humbling, to see what you thought you couldn't ever do and be capable of far more than you
ever knew you could be.
TGRW: Were there any specific measures that were taken to assist those students?
JVC: I mean we had IT available to all students, we had Zoom options available for their advisors, and so
they were speaking to their advisors much more often than they have in the past. Much better, I know we
keep going back to communication, but much better communication across the board between students
and staff and faculty. So, that's been a great, I mean, if there is a silver lining that would probably be it.
TGRW: At the end of the day, what were the most significant lessons you learned personally and
professionally from the pandemic?
JVC: Goodness. I definitely learned that no man is an island. That every role on our campus contributes to
the success of each of us and our students. That we are capable of more than we thought we could be.
[00:33:53]
JVC: What history has shown as higher education, may not be what the choice of every student and how
can we accommodate those different needs and make sure we're still doing it very well.
TW: Is there anything else you'd like to add about your and Tooele’s experience with the COVID
pandemic?
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JVC: I mean, I talk about it constantly. I truly, truly have the finest faculty, staff, student body,
relationships with our community. It's quite amazing. Tooele is known as the campus that will try
anything. So, if there's a new initiative, we get behind it. We want to be there. We want to, you know,
either excel or learn from our failures. That's the mindset of this campus, there really isn't anything you
could throw at us that we can't find an answer to.
TW: Jenn, I'd like to thank you for your time this morning. Discussing USU Tooele’s regions experiences
with the COVID pandemic.
JVC: Well, thank you so much to both of you. It's been very nice to reflect on the past two years and
remember the greatness that is and will always be the Tooele campus.
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